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Abstract 
 In this era of accountability for results in schools, the preparation of school leaders requires clear focus on the concept of 
learning which is significant in addressing the challenges of producing results in schooling today. This paper suggests a redesign 
of school leader preparation programs to focus intentionally on learning through which candidates develop self-insights and 
environmental-insights that are grounded in practice and transferrable when they assume leadership positions. 
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1.Introduction 
The complexities of education today coupled with the increasing demand for accountability for student 
learning make it imperative that leaders maintain a focus on learning, not just students’ learning, but the teachers’ 
and  their own learning as well. The preparation of school leaders, therefore, needs to ensure that aspiring school 
leaders are being prepared with skills directed at improving learning that will  enable them to lead effectively.  As 
such, a deep understanding of how learning occurs should be at the core of leadership preparation and development 
and allow for personalization, practice, reflection, the development of  self- insight and environmental-insight, and 
intense practical experience with leadership. This paper proposes a refinement in the preparation of school leaders to 
focus much more intentionally on the concept of learning that is explicitly integrated into school leader preparation 
programs. 
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2.Focus on Learning  
Various definitions of learning exist. However, for the purpose of this paper, Schunk’s (2012) definition is 
used.  He defines learning as “an enduring change in behavior or in the capacity to behave in a given fashion, which 
results from practice or other forms of experience” (p. 3). Schunk further delineates three criteria of leaning.  One 
criterion is that learning involves change – in behavior or in the capacity for behavior. People learn when they 
become capable of doing something differently. A second criterion is that learning endures over time; and a third 
criterion is that learning occurs through experience. Although knowledge and understanding of learning is not 
enough to guarantee success as a school leader, its absence or lack thereof virtually guarantees mediocrity or failure 
in substantive student achievement.  
A strong knowledge base in how children and adults learn, and the hands-on use of that knowledge in 
various leadership roles are necessary for high performance in teachers and students. Whether the issue at hand has 
to do with developing a shared vision, establishing school goals, shaping school culture, attending to safety issues, 
engaging families and stakeholders, or advocating for policies, school leaders are responsible for helping students 
achieve at high levels. (Richardson & McDaniels, in press). Since schools’ primary task is to produce learning, a 
deep understanding of learning will ideally figure prominently in the preparation of school leaders.  Unpacking and 
explicitly utilizing essential skills in learning such as metacognition, transfer, self-regulation, motivation, and self-
directed learning should be an integral part of aspiring leaders’ experience over the course of the preparation 
program.  
2.1.Learning for Leadership 
Instructional leadership figures prominently in the qualities of effective principals. In order to be well 
prepared to lead instructionally and to play a critical role in student achievement, aspiring principals must be able to 
not only define learning and understand how it occurs, but be able to unpack the attributes of learning through 
personal use in ways that are transferable to leading schools. This increases the likelihood that a school leader will 
know how to operate from a learner-centered core of knowledge. 
 Among the eight qualities of effective leaders proposed by Stronge, Richard & Catano, (2008), as 
necessary for the development of school leaders, instructional leadership and the principal’s role in student 
achievement are most appropriate here. Preparation programs can focus on helping aspiring school leaders prepare 
for their instructional leadership role by requiring them to  engage much more actively in their own learning. This 
has implications for the ratio of time spent in classrooms versus time spent interacting with and observing leadership 
in action during which they can develop self-insight as well as environmental insight. 
 London (2002) postulates that insight is the foundation for development, and that self-insight is the bedrock 
of meaningful personal growth and development. He defines self-insight recognizing personal strengths and 
weaknesses, and  notes that people who understand their own strengths and weaknesses, motives, and attitudes are 
likely to be better at understanding their own behavior and why people react to them as they do. This is vital for 
effective leadership.  Another aspect of self-insight is recognizing how one learns as well as what there is to learn. 
Knowing how to learn is critical to being able to acquire new skills and benefit from positive and negative 
experiences. London (2002) further notes that self-insight is the foundation for environmental insight in leadership 
that is adaptive, transformational and principled. Among the implications here are that  preparation programs must 
be designed so that aspiring leaders are personally invested in their development and be given opportunities to 
engage in a variety of leadership development experiences, time to analyze and reflect on these experiences in ways 
that deepen their self-insight and environmental insight. To enhance self-insight, London (2002) suggests several 
sources of feedback to enhance self-insight, which when taken together appear congruent with principles of 
andragogy and self-directed learning.   
2.2.Andragogy and Self-directed Learning 
 Andragogy, the study of how adults learn, is an integral aspect of professional growth and school 
improvement, posits (Knowles, 1980) whose  concept of andragogy profiles the adult learner as autonomous, 
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motivated, and ready to embrace growth-oriented experiential based learning. Maaske (1939), a pioneer in adult 
learning, underscores that learning is not solely a product of the classroom, but that perhaps the most important and 
controlling basic motive in all adult learning is a desire for self-improvement. With this in mind, in the process of 
developing leaders, learning opportunities can be optimized by training aspiring leaders as self-directed learners, 
encouraging openness to peer feedback, engaging in goal setting, and development of self- reflection abilities. 
Having practiced these learning strategies throughout the program, by the end of preparation program, aspiring 
leaders can personalize these learning strategies so that as they assume positions as school leaders, they are likely to 
continue self-development and increase the likelihood of transfer of learning.  
Knowles (1975) purports self-directed learning as a suitable model of instruction in andragogy. One 
immediate reason is the emerging evidence that people who take initiative in educational activities seem to learn 
more and learn things better than what resulted from more passive individuals. One implication here is while some 
program participants appreciate the opportunity to be self-directed, often many are more interested in just knowing 
exactly what the professor wants. Essentially, they want to be taught in the way they teach, and make references to 
how they teach. So understanding the difference in pedagogy and andragogy is critical as they learn to become 
school leaders or obviate the risk of habitually applying pedagogy to every teaching and learning situation whether 
with adults or children. There is a need to help dependent learners in preparation programs to move from their 
dependence on pedagogical types of instruction such as lectures to more inquiry and discovery learning. From 
personal experience, many practicing teachers tend to request more familiar lecture type instruction rather than to 
take the intellectual risk to engage actively in inquiry and discovery. Hence, self-directed learning must be taught 
explicitly and intentionally. It may be accomplished much more readily with emphasis on experiential-based 
learning and less reliance on classroom coursework.  
The experience that adults bring to a learning situation is identified in the literature on adult education as a 
major factor in how adults learn. Therefore preparation programs should provide opportunities for aspiring leaders 
to retrieve, reflect, and infuse their experience into their learning, and provide context, variability and 
personalization for learning success. As suggested in Richardson & McDaniels (in press), a note of caution for 
leaders is that portions of an adult’s prior experience may be imbued with bias and presupposition and can influence 
their learning. Care must be taken to incorporate opportunities for aspiring leaders to critically examine, reflect, and 
contextualize their learning. While it is important to build on aspiring leaders’ existing views of and experiences 
with leadership, it is as important to allow for expanding one’s view of leadership through additional knowledge and 
experience.  
2.3.Learning Environment 
Leadership is a complex skill, and according to Schunk (2012) learning complex skills typically occurs 
through a combination of observation and performance. As such, aspiring leaders would benefit greatly in 
processing the large volume of leadership information from a combination of explicitly integrated observation and 
performance activities. A natural place for these activities is the internship which ideally should be spread over the 
entirety of the program. According to Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, Meyerson & Orr, (2007) adults learn best when 
meaningful work incorporates both active and problem based learning that integrates theory and practice and 
stimulates reflection.  Problem based learning, such as action research, field based projects, journal writing, 
portfolios, and feedback helps ground learning in application.   
The literature highlights mentorship, internships, and collaboration through technology as necessary 
aspects of preparing school leaders.  Steshly and Gray (2010) suggest that more attention to behaviors and 
characteristics of exemplary leaders should be integrated into administrative programs.  They argue that using data 
to eliminate myths, building relationships, and studying great leaders all help reinforce what great leadership looks 
like in practice. It is also most practical for aspiring leaders to observe directly and be mentored by great leaders. 
While doing so, it is vital for them to maintain a strong focus on application of knowledge and reflective thinking. 
McCabe, Ricciardi & Jamison (2000), report that practicing administrators found that intern experiences, mentoring, 
and cohorts can be extremely valuable components of administrator preparation programs. These programs that 
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ground theory in application were found to be most helpful in preparing for administrative roles. Schrum, (2011) 
notes that practicing administrators frequently stated that their graduate programs did not adequately prepare them 
for the technology demands of the job. Technology can be utilized in leadership preparation programs to enhance 
collaboration among participants and deepen reflective behaviors as they share insights into both theory and their 
practical experiences. 
3.Implications for Leadership Preparation 
The emphasis placed here on the concept of learning, indicates a need to redesign traditional school 
leadership preparation programs in both process and content. A process that emphasizes active engagement, and 
content that is well grounded in ongoing experience with leadership facilitates learning for leadership. It would be 
ideal to begin school leader preparation by tapping into participants’ prior knowledge and existing experience with 
leadership.  Allowing for analysis and reflection on what participants have already observed and experienced in their 
daily work will help in initiating the trajectory towards insights into themselves and their environment. Classroom 
discussions can lead to self-awareness, identification of gaps in knowledge with regard to leadership skills, and goal 
setting in which participants actively engage in setting goals for their own development.  
3.1.A Strong Knowledge Base 
Building up participants’ knowledge base early in the program by identifying the range of school leader 
behaviors from the literature provides them with concepts and ideas through which to think about leadership during 
their field experience. For example, Reeves (2006) seven dimensions of leadership (Visionary, relational, systems, 
reflective, collaborative, analytical, and communicative), or some similar articulation of leadership skill set provides 
participants with a range of leadership issues on which to focus as they begin observing, analyzing and reflecting on 
their field experience. Simultaneously beginning the internship with course work allows for active engagement in 
culling what is useful from the literature for leadership practice and what is useful from practice that can inform the 
literature, allowing for action research, problem-based learning, inquiry and discovery learning. Paring early course 
work with leadership observations engenders the grounding of knowledge in application. Essentially, aspiring 
leaders will move into an internship experience as they begin their coursework thereby having opportunity to 
observe leadership and clarify misconceptions, about school leadership as they reflect on new knowledge, and 
bridge to existing knowledge. Reflection, analysis, and goal setting for their development then become the processes 
for class work. 
3.2. Reflection on Learning Experiences 
Personalization, observation, analysis, and reflection on learning become hallmarks of a preparation 
program designed to help aspiring leaders transfer learning to their leadership role. At the core of leadership 
preparation is the practical experience with leaders during which candidates observe, clarify and apply their 
knowledge on an ongoing basis. By answering questions such as: What do you already know about leadership? 
What have you observed? What skills are required to lead?  Participants build a list of skills to be learned, to be 
experienced, and/or developed further in their field experience. By beginning the program with self-regulated or 
self-directed learning aspiring leaders are being socialized to learn about leadership using some key attributes of 
learning, thereby personalizing their experience and their learning. The role of  the professor becomes one of 
facilitator of  learning by extending their thinking, questioning, giving feedback, correcting misunderstandings, and 
providing scaffolding for their learning by implicitly building in strategies that move them along their Zone of 
Proximal Development (ZPD) (Vygotsky, 1978).  Professors collaborate with aspiring school leaders to set up 
milestones toward their ZPD so that with assistance they can acquire the skills, and knowledge. In this learning 
environment participants are responsible for monitoring and assessing their growth and development, making 
transfer of their learning more likely. 
During coursework, emphasis on awareness of skills needed for leadership and reflection on changes in 
behavior serve to enhance self-insights, while internship field experience provides the context for developing 
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environmental insights. Monitoring and assessing their behavior change over time during the program can further 
deepen understandings and skill development. For example, discussions regarding which leadership skills are 
already mastered, and which are areas for continued growth can enable participants to self-regulate and personalize 
their learning and deepen their self-insight and environmental insights.  Continuous self-assessment on a range of 
leadership characteristics and skills such as Reeves (2006) seven dimensions of leadership, can form a strong basis 
for leadership development and growth. The literature on school leadership provides aspiring school leaders a wide 
range of content to utilize in the observation process during field experience.  
While the content can encompass several texts and a wide range of literature, the process should be 
carefully laid out to fully engage participants in their learning, setting goals and monitoring and assessing their own 
development.  At the beginning, the focus can be on understanding of one’s self interacting in the school 
environment and observing the pivotal role of the leader. Learning can also take place vicariously during regular 
working hours as they interact with school leaders. The process could be iterative with identification, reflection, and 
action by asking questions such as: What leadership skills does this activity require? – identification. Where am I in 
my development of this particular skill? – reflection. How can I develop or improve my skill level in this area? - 
taking action. The above process, if continued,  is likely to help aspiring leaders with the issue of transfer of their 
learning once they assume a leadership position.  
3.2.Transfer of Learning to Leadership  
One of the critical aspects of leadership development is helping aspirants in making the transition to 
thinking like a leader.  This should be an overall goal of the program, and as such participants must continuously 
pay attention to this evolving skill. Transfer and self-regulation, must be an integral part of their experience.  
 There are different types of transfer. Positive transfer occurs when prior learning facilitates subsequent 
learning. Negative transfer means that prior learning interferes with subsequent learning or makes it more difficult. 
Zero transfer means that one type of learning has not noticeable influence on subsequent learning (Schunk, 2012 p. 
317). These distinctions are particularly important because aspiring school leaders bring a wealth of ideas about 
schools and school leadership to their learning.  The overall goal is to give them opportunity to reflect on their prior 
knowledge and identify where positive, negative, or zero transfer are likely. Discussions and reflection should 
facilitate these distinctions to engender positive transfer of prior and existing knowledge.   
The usefulness of knowledge is particularly critical for adult learners, and can aid in transfer (Schunk, 
2012). Therefore, in designing coursework, a direct linkage should be made evident between the knowledge  and its 
usefulness so that aspiring leaders can focus on extrapolation useable knowledge from their readings and focus on 
transfer in their field work.. Hence, the simultaneous iteration of classwork coupled with internship provides a rich 
learning environment in which transfer is more likely. 
Fuchs et al (2003) note that self-regulated learning strategies can facilitate transfer. Self-regulation, which 
as Zimmerman & Schunk (2001) define it, refers to the processes by which learners systematically direct their 
thoughts, feelings, and actions toward attainment of their goals has the potential to help aspiring leaders take 
responsibility for their learning. Self-regulation requires that learners have choices. Therefore, program design 
would include choices particularly through goal setting.  Careful choice of readings to develop knowledge base, 
choice in goal setting for individual skill development, and choice in strategies can facilitate self-regulation and 
allow for personalization of the learning. Modelling is an important part of self-regulation, and professors and 
internship site mentors can serve as models personalizing feedback, helping to identify opportunities for transfer, 
and encouraging habitual reflection. 
4.Program Redesign 
The main components of the proposed learning-focused, experience-based school leadership 
preparation are less class time and more fieldwork with an initial sense-making phase, followed by a meaning-
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making phase and consolidation phase. The sense-making phase is comprised of readings, early observations, 
reflection and goal setting during which concepts of leadership are carefully reviewed and knowledge base is 
built up to engender meaningful reflection during observation.  In the meaning-making phase of continued 
observations, reflection, analysis, and assessment of one’s development requires careful facilitation and 
modelling by both professor and site mentor as aspiring school leaders focus on the ongoing development of 
their own skills. The culminating phase consists of consolidating learning and planning for transfer of learning 
to a leadership position.   
5.Conclusion 
School leadership with a focus on learning requires deep understanding of learning through personalization, 
practical experience, and insightful reflection. Learning as defined here as change in behavior over time, when 
unpacked, understood, personalized, and reflected, on has the  potential to provide a set of skills that are germane to 
school leadership with a focus on learning. A redesign of traditional preparation programs with a practical, 
experiential curriculum designed to teach explicitly for transfer of skill, knowledge and strategies may improve the 
impact leaders have on learning in schools when they assume a leadership position. Organizing leadership 
preparation with clarity and focus on learning in ways discussed above can potentially change the skill level with 
which new school leaders assume their positions.  
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